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Abstract
In this paper, I will analyze how museum exhibitions use material culture to construct
and present a narrative about Africa. Exhibiting material culture reflects the power, authority,
and ideology of the exhibitor, sometimes at the expense of the displayed culture’s agency in
representation. Museums have a particularly infamous history of distorting African cultures in
exhibits, often validating racist ideologies. Consequently, zealous museum critics have begun to
question the relevance of museums in the future public education. The public, however,
continues to visit museums and experience exhibits featuring African objects. Based on the
challenges and controversies museums exhibiting African objects face today, I will explore how
current museum exhibitions in the Midwest display African objects, and by extension how
African cultures are constructed and represented in selected exhibits, used as case studies.
DePauw University’s Emison Ethnographic Arts Gallery, Indiana University Art Museum’s
Raymond and Laura Wielgus Gallery of the Arts of Africa, Oceania, and the Americas, the
Indianapolis Museum of Art’s Eiteljorg Suite of African and Oceanic Art and “Majestic African
Textiles”, and the Field Museum of Natural History’s “Africa” offer diverse approaches to
display, the African object, and narratives about African cultures and arts. Drawing from James
Clifford, I argue that it is impossible for museums such as these to holistically represent African
cultures. However, a critical gaze “reading” these exhibitions reveals the strengths and areas for
improvement in the museums’ constructed narratives.
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Introduction
With a single provocative statement, Michel Leiris casts doubt upon the institution of the
museum: “Rien ne me paraît ressembler autant à un bordel qu’un musée”1 (as cited in
Sturtevant, 1969, p. 619). Leiris compares museums to “prostitution rituelle,”2 arguing that
museums willfully participate in the process of removing material objects from their original
context and placing them on display for the public under the museum’s personal agenda
(Sturtevant, 1969, p. 619). Leiris is not alone in his critique. Sally Price (1989) likened the same
process of commandeering objects to human trafficking during the slave trade. Torgovnick
(1990) compared museums to jewelry stores, as objects are transformed into “jewel-like things”
(p. 78), but under examination museums have a seedy, insect-like underbelly (p. 80).
Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1998) referred to museums as “a tomb with a view” (p. 57). Other
scholars such as Hudson (1991) have criticized at length museums and exhibits that, intentionally
or not, exoticize, distort, obscure, isolate, or “patronize” material culture or cultures (p.464).
The criticisms of Leiris and others like him may be confusing or shocking to those who
have not dedicated significant time to a study of museums. I would venture to say that the
majority of people walking through the doors of any museum are not even slightly reminded of
brothels during their visit. The general public’s opinion of museums profoundly differs from the
comments of the more zealous critics. O’Toole (2010) notes, “When asked what sources of their
knowledge of the past they most trust, Americans put museums and historic sites first—ahead of
grandparents, eyewitnesses, college professors, history books, movies, television programming,
and high school history classes” (O’Toole, 2010, p. 2). With so much trust placed in museums by
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1	
  Translation: “Nothing seems to resemble a brothel so much as a museum.”
2	
  Translation: “ritual prostitution”

8
the public, above many other reliable sources, how can the museum be considered as a site of
both “racial trafficking” by scholarly critics and trustworthy knowledge by the public?
Furthermore, some scholars of the museum world have researched the politics of museum
display, and while recognizing some truth in the critiques, argue museums still hold value for
public education. The two distinct perspectives point to a disconnect between the critical view of
museums and the public’s perception of the institution. While the public may not have the
expertise to evaluate museum presentations to the level of scholars, some experts may be
overstating museum culpability in failing to educate better.
In light of the discordant perspectives on museums, this paper analyzes the presentation
of objects in a range of contemporary museum exhibitions. I am focusing on the presentation of
African objects for the sake of comparison, but also because African exhibits have been the focus
of many scholars’ critiques. I will evaluate five exhibitions featuring African objects to analyze
how they construct meaning and a narrative about Africa for the visitor. Institutional and
structural limitations prevent these exhibits from presenting holistic representations; however, I
argue their content and varying perspectives still hold value as sites for public interest and
education. Using critical engagement allows us to regard these exhibitions as steps in a process
rather than static entities and easily discarded spaces.
The paper begins with a review of the scholarship surrounding the politics of display in
museums, particularly focusing on the contested nature of exhibits displaying African objects.
The case studies that follow each focus on a particular aspect of museum presentation, including
the museum setting, gallery space, conceptualization of the object, and viewer perspective, and
how each affects the interpretation of the objects offered by the museum. Finally, in a
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comparative conclusion I consider how the exhibits address the challenges and respond to the
criticisms facing museums today.

Literature Review
The Politics of Display
	
  
In order to understand the controversy surrounding the museums I use as case studies, it
is necessary to recognize the power embedded in the institutions. Using material objects to
represent cultures or aspects of a culture is ultimately a limited endeavor. Shelton (2000)
recognized that material objects are not “static and mechanical embodiments of discrete
meanings,” but can be used as points of interpretation (p. 185). It is the interpretation of objects
through text and other didactics that allows museums, from ethnographic to history to art, to
construct exhibitions around themes such as African arts or displays of power. Since the objects
cannot physically speak, the museum provides a narrative from which the visitor can learn and
engage with the object. However, the relationship between textual and visual components is
often perceived as a neutral interpretation (Hallam, 2000). The voice of the museum, involving
multiple parties such as the curator or exhibit designer, as the interpreter of the object is typically
ignored; the viewer perceives the relationship between textual and visual components as neutral
and exclusive.
Consequently, the primary activity of museum exhibitions is not the presentation of
meaning, but the construction of meaning. The museum constructs and produces meaning and a
narrative surrounding objects on display. James Clifford’s concept of “partial truths” applies to
the construction of a cultural identity—a single object or collection, no matter how much
interpretive material accompanies it, cannot represent an entire culture or tradition. Museums
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have selective collecting practices; therefore, their record of material cultures cannot be
complete. Furthermore, display techniques elevate the object over other sources. Alpers (1991)
and Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1991) refer to this as the “museum effect,” whereby objects are
transformed into visual interest pieces through the act of display. It is the museum that defines
the piece as “something worth looking at, as interesting,” not the viewer or the represented
culture (Baxandall, 1990, p. 34). While neither of these practices are inherently problematic, they
contribute to the partiality of museum exhibitions. Expanding and applying partial truths to
museum exhibitions, Clifford (1985) writes, “The production of meaning in museum
classification and display is mystified as adequate representation” (p. 239, emphasis in original).
Much like Clifford’s argument for the fictional nature of ethnography (Clifford, 2013), I would
argue museum exhibits are also partly fictional, in the sense that they express a particular
(partial) point of view, which may be internalized by the viewer. Karp and Kratz (2000) claim
that internalization occurs through a dialectical relationship relying on cultural similarities and
differences between the viewer and the “object of contemplation” (p. 194). Karp (1991)
ultimately argues that even though museums cannot be neutral, they still have educational
potential: “The alleged innate neutrality of museums and exhibitions, however, is the very
quality that enables them to become instruments of power as well as instruments of education
and experience” (p. 14). Exhibiting reflects the power, authority, and ideology of the exhibitor,
sometimes at the expense of the displayed culture’s agency in representation. The voice the
viewer hears comes from the museum, not the object. The voice can still be educational, as well
as problematic.

11
Africa and the Museum
	
  
Much of the criticism of museums, both historically and contemporarily, focuses on the
display of African objects, leading me to focus my case studies on similar exhibits. Perhaps more
so than any other cultural group, the display of African objects in museum exhibitions has been
fraught with controversy caused by ethnocentric views and misplaced intent. Blier (1988/1989)
writes: “How African art is defined (and not defined) vis-à-vis larger sign system taxonomies of
art versus craft, primitive versus non-primitive labeling, presentation in natural history versus
fine art museums, and colonial definitions of internal style boundaries is fundamental to one’s
perception of these works” (p. 10). Objects from Africa have been continually redefined under
arbitrary categories at the same time that exhibitionary practices have been transformed and
racial categories have been redrawn. A critical view of museum exhibitions of African objects is
therefore essential, because the presentation of these objects affects the public perception of the
cultures.
The display of African objects, and objects from other cultures, has taken several forms
throughout history, beginning with the practices of collecting objects. Collection implies a type
of control based on the physical ownership of artifacts (Bouquet, 2012). Wealthy individuals in
the European world originally practiced collecting and displaying acquisitions from other
cultures during the Renaissance. These individuals displayed objects they perceived as “exotic”,
or “curiosities,” in personal rooms, or “cabinets,” within their estates (Shelton, 2000). These
“cabinets of curiosities” served as material representations of the owner’s wealth, power, and
“worldliness.” The objects, however, were initially displayed without any particular arrangement
or attempt at interpretation. Therefore, the cabinets of curiosities presented a decontextualized
conglomeration of cultures for the benefit of the owner’s status.
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Beginning in the 18th century, however, objects came to be seen as sources of evidence
for scientific theories such as evolutionism. Following the national institutionalization of the
museum and the professionalization of curators, knowledge produced by museum exhibitions
became a resource for public consumption (Shelton, 2000). Museums began exhibiting objects
according to guiding taxonomies based on the message they wanted to convey. During this time
period museums were also regarded as centers of anthropological knowledge, so popular theories
in anthropology, such as cultural evolutionism, often impacted the museum displays. From the
late 19th century until 1960, for example, the Smithsonian’s ethnology exhibits were shaped by
Morgan’s theory of cultural evolution to highlight the progress of cultural groups through the
hierarchical stages, implying a racial hierarchy in Africa (Arnoldi, 1999). Museums also adopted
a functional approach, displaying objects according to functional categories, which often
emphasized the “otherness” of the culture (Shelton, 2000). Additionally, objects were displayed
in-situ, with a recreated context of origin like a diorama, or in-context, with text and didactics to
provide reference for the viewer (Kirshenblatt-Gimblett, 1991). The different display techniques
profoundly affected how a viewer related to the culture represented.
Acquisitions of African arts grew dramatically during the colonial era as Westerners
brought back objects to be displayed in European museums. The application of Western artistic
categories, such as sculptural qualities, in the African context, produced a certain, limited,
aesthetic preference: wooden masks and ancestral figures. These objects were aesthetically and
materially different than the European sculptural tradition, which allowed colonial powers to
emphasize perceived racial difference through the construction of the category of “primitive art”
(Banton, 2009). Much like the perceived distinctions between races, the African objects were
both valued and degraded because of physical differences (Banton, 2009). Colonial exhibitions
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of African arts validated the “civilized” European colonization of a “dark continent” through the
presentation of “primitive” art (Coombes, 1985; Coombes, 1994). Many contemporary art
museums’ African collections, including many of the case studies in this thesis, are a product of
the colonial era and must deal with the consequences of historical representations of Africa.
However, most museums have rightfully moved away from conflating aesthetics and race, and
instead use their collections to call attention to the diversity of African arts and cultures.

African Arts or Artifacts
	
  
In order to understand how a museum selects certain items for display, it is important to
account for the construction and value of the object in museums. Museums remove objects from
their original context. The object is reconceptualized in the new environment in many different
ways. The definition and classification of African objects remains a controversial debate to this
day, centered around the distinction between the constructed categories of “art,” an object of
primarily visual and aesthetic interest, and “artifact,” an object of primarily cultural and
contextual interest. Defining an African object as “art” or “artifact” affects the style of display in
a museum exhibit, and by extension the viewer’s understanding of the object.
Western art museums, critics, and dealers employ a particular definition of art and
aesthetics, which may not be shared by other cultures. Vogel (1988) argues that the “originality
and invention” of a particular, unique object are the “qualities that separate art from
craftsmanship in Western definitions” (p. 13). Errington (1998) identifies several characteristics
commonly associated with the Western definition of art, including portability, literal or
conceptual framing, sculptural qualities, symbolic potential, and formal, aesthetic qualities. In its
most condensed definition, art, according to the Western world, should be aesthetically
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interesting or striking and able to be displayed or presented for viewing. Consequently art
museums tend to display objects on pedestals or mounted on walls where placement and lighting
emphasize aesthetic qualities for the viewer.
Art museums typically limit contextualization of the object, which could draw attention
away from the visual qualities of the object that are considered most important. Describing the
categorization of African objects as art, Vogel (1988) writes, “The impulse to strip African art of
its visible cultural content has roots in the desire to make it resemble art of the West and conform
to our definitions of what art is” (p. 14). Many Western art museums today may still limit
contextualizing the object with cultural information, but some include interpretive material to
help a viewer who is likely of a very different culture understand and consider the aesthetics of
the object. Notably, unlike exhibitions of Western art, in the case of African art there is virtually
no mention of the artist. In most cases, the artist is unknown, not only because the art was
acquired through an outside dealer, but also because the exhibited objects may not be considered
“art” in the African context, or the artist may not have been recognized or recorded by the
collector.
The category of art is not as natural as it may seem. As Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1998)
argues, “Good taste is cultural capital masquerading as the natural attribute of an elite” (p. 278).
“Art” is a category constructed by the fluctuating tastes of an elite class who have the power and
authority to impose categories, an “invention of the mind” (Blier, 1988/1989, p. 7; Crew and
Sims, 1990). Today, art museums are regarded by many critics as sites, or “secular temples,” for
the display of the tastes of the elite (Duncan, 1995; Stocking, 1985, p. 4). The definition of art
takes on new meaning when applied to an African context. African arts do not necessarily share
aesthetic qualities with Western art. As a result, the African arts of the 19th and 20th century
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collected by Westerners are often defined through contrast to European art. When analyzing the
semiotics of art in relation to non-Western art, Blier (1988/1989) writes, “It is because of what
these arts are not, in other words, that they are grouped together. They all represent traditions
that lie outside the dominant Classical-Renaissance-Neo-Classical line of European artistic
expression. Their common bond is their perceived deviance from an assumed artistic norm” (p.
9). Thus, African arts (and other non-Western arts) are defined by Western categories, and in
contrast to the European tradition.
While African arts like masks and figures are certainly aesthetically interesting, the
objects often have functional purposes outside of aesthetic qualities. They were not necessarily
created with the primary purpose of display in mind. Thus, museums transform many African
objects into art by categorizing them and displaying them in museums on pedestals. Other
museums, typically ethnographic or natural history museums, choose to define African objects as
“artifacts.” These objects, much like the archaeological artifact, are valued primarily for what
they “say” about a particular culture or group. When museums display an object as an artifact, in
most cases the museum provides the context for the artifact in the form of labels, didactics, or insitu displays, commonly known as dioramas. As a result, the museum speaks on behalf of the
artifact, and by extension the culture. Alcoff (1991-1992) notes the dangers of such a process:
“when one is speaking about others, or simply trying to describe their situation or some aspect of
it, one may also be speaking in place of them, that is, speaking for them” (p. 9). Critics of
ethnographic or natural history museums argue that the museum’s voice effectively eliminates
the voice, agency, and rights of a represented culture to contribute to the way it is defined.
Contrary to the perceptions of art and artifact as diametrically opposed categories, the
distinctions between art and artifact are fluid; identical objects may be exhibited in a cultural
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museum as “artifact” and an art museum as “art.” For example a particularly aesthetically
pleasing African mask may be located in an art museum’s African gallery, but the same mask
could be loaned to an ethnographic museum and displayed as an example of local power
structures. Artifacts can be aesthetically striking and arts can be culturally interesting. Susan
Vogel questioned the categories of art and artifact in her 1988 exhibition at the Center for
African Art (soon to be called the New Africa Center) entitled ART/Artifact: African Art in
Anthropology Collections. The exhibit challenged the categories and presentation styles assigned
to African objects by presenting objects typically considered “artifacts,” such as a fishing net, in
an artistic style to emphasize that no single object should be valued purely for artistic or
contextual reasons (Vogel, 1988).

Exhibitions of Africa
	
  
A review of the history of museum exhibition practices illustrates that there are multiple
ways to exhibit a single African object, leading to multiple interpretations and constructed
meanings. As mentioned previously, displays of African material culture during the colonial era,
acquired by missionaries or colonial officials, propagated an image of African cultures as
“primitive,” both intellectually and morally, and Africa as a “land of darkness, the white man’s
burden” (Coombes, 1985, p. 453). For the general audience who had no previous contact with
African cultures, material culture used as “proof of racial inferiority” created a popular image of
Africa as savage and exotic, and validated colonial intervention (Coombes, 1994, p. 44). From
1896-1929, for example, the galleries at the Liverpool Museum were arranged by race. The
“Caucasian” gallery at the main entrance and the “Melanian” (dark-skinned race) gallery in the
basement reinforced racial hierarchies through spatial arrangement (Tythacott, 2011). By

17
reifying racist ideologies, museum exhibits distorted African cultures for imperial purposes
(Coombes, 1985; Coombes, 1994; Shelton, 2000).
Even though museums have moved away from such explicit distortions, some
contemporary museum exhibitions have come under fire for presenting unintentionally biased
pictures of African cultures. “Into the Heart of Africa” at the Royal Ontario Museum, curated by
Jeanne Cannizzo in 1989, attempted to portray the relationship between the African collections
and the collector. The exhibit had several sections, such as “The Imperial Collection” and “For
Crown and Empire” to emphasize the role of colonialism in forming the collection (Cannizzo,
1989). The exhibit was so controversial that protests erupted. Instead of portraying a criticism of
colonial museum practices, the public interpreted the exhibit as a “glorification of colonialism,”
although that was not Cannizzo’s intent (Schildkrout, 2008; Jones, 1993). African cultures were
presented as passive groups, and the exhibit gave African cultures no agency to respond to the
pressures of colonialism. “Into the Heart of Africa,” therefore, is an example of the dangers of
museums speaking for other cultures. The Metropolitan Museum of Art’s 1984 “Primitivism”
exhibit also stirred up controversy by exhibiting “primitive” African pieces alongside Western
arts. Critics believed that the exhibit, instead of illustrating how European artists were influenced
and inspired by African arts, implied that modern European art improved upon the “primitive”
arts of Africa in a realm where African arts and modern European artists existed in a dialectical
relationship (Torgovnick, 1990; Jones, 1993). “Primitivism” is an example of the drawbacks to a
display approach that lacks context.
Africa in the Midwest
	
  
As a result of the criticisms of museums mentioned at the beginning of this paper, some
scholars have begun to question the relevance of museums. Museums have already been
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marginalized as sites of ethnographic research (Sturtevant, 1969), but now museum curators and
staff are forced to reevaluate the role of museums in the public realm (Harris & O’Hanlon,
2013). It is at this point that my research begins. Museum curators and staff are now well aware
of the criticisms lodged against their practices. They are also aware that the public face of the
museum involves the display of objects.
As a lifelong resident of the Midwestern United States, I had little to no exposure to
African cultures outside of museum exhibits until my college education began, and I certainly
did not critique exhibitions as a child. Now that I am aware of the challenges and controversies
museums exhibiting African objects face, I wish to explore how some museums in the Midwest
display African objects, and by extension how African cultures are constructed and represented
by selected Midwestern institutions. The focus on case studies in the Midwest arose partly from
simplicity of location, and partly from a desire to know how an area so far removed
geographically from the continent of Africa uses material objects to understand the many
different African cultures.
This paper involves four case studies in which I evaluate exhibits that feature African
objects at the Indiana University Art Museum, DePauw University Museum, The Field Museum
of Natural History, and the Indianapolis Museum of Art. I selected these museums based on their
established collections of African objects and the diversity of their approaches. The selected
museums represent a large art museum, two university art museums of differing sizes, and a
large natural history museum. The museums also have very different types of collections from
which to draw. For example, the IU Art Museum’s African collection is widely regarded by
many scholars as one of the best collections of African arts in the nation, while DePauw’s
collection is much smaller and draws from alumni donations, some of which are considered
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substandard “tourist art” by the curator and faculty. The museums also have very different
audiences. IU’s museum serves primarily educational purposes for a scholarly university
audience (Pelrine, 2011). DePauw, while also a university museum, serves an audience of
visitors to the University since the gallery is in the Admissions Building. The IMA’s audience
consists of primarily Indiana residents and families interested in art, but not necessarily scholars
(Jenkins et. al.). Finally, the Field Museum draws a wide and varied audience, including many
families, who may be relatively unfamiliar with the presented topic (The Field Museum 2012
Annual Report to Donors, 2012). Case studies at these museums will provide me with an idea of
the diversity of approaches in Bloomington, Indianapolis, Greencastle, and Chicago towards the
display of African objects. By comparing the different case studies, I hope to delve more deeply
into the culture of museum representations to more fully understand how some Midwestern
museums construct meaning around African objects. Furthermore, exploring the institutional
limitations through curator interviews and secondary sources will show not only how the
museums produce an image of Africa, but also why a certain museum chose that approach.
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Perspective and Methodology
Since I am discussing the biased nature of museums, it is important that I recognize my

biases as a researcher. As an anthropology student, I am particularly interested in the cultural
context of African artifacts, and I have interned at cultural museums. As a result, I am far more
accustomed to the anthropological approach to the presentation of material culture. However, I,
like scholars before me, believe that any presentation of material culture is political, no matter
the method of display. I draw from postmodern theorists such as Foucault, who argued that
power is embedded in everyday institutions, and Clifford, who argued for the subjective,
perspective-dependent truths of ethnography. Ethnographic exhibits may focus primarily on
cultural function, while art museum display techniques emphasize aesthetics and form. Each
method of display highlights important aspects of the object, but also has shortcomings.
However, much like the distinction between art and artifact, the categories of “art museum” and
“cultural museum” or “natural history museum” are not mutually exclusive, and each may adopt
a variety of techniques of another in order to convey meaning around an object. Each still holds
the unspoken power to define and create meaning, making them all political institutions.
For this project, I selected exhibits with which I was relatively unfamiliar, limiting any
anthropological criticism or favoritism I may have had previously. I constructed a methodology,
drawing from the examples of scholars such as Karp and Kratz (2000), focusing on particular
aspects of the exhibit, including floor plan, object selection, object arrangement, object
presentation, label text, and other didactics. For example, when I first entered the exhibit, I
would explore the space and make note my initial reactions. I would then evaluate the exhibit
from the beginning, noting the particular exhibit characteristics mentioned above. I moved from
macro-level features, such as floor plan, to micro-level features, such as individual object label
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text. In larger exhibits with thematic subsections I would review the individual section as a
whole before moving on to another section. I took several photographs of exhibits and relevant
details for future reference and use in my analysis.
My methodology differs from a simple review of an exhibition, because it focuses not
just on the message of the exhibition, but also how the structure of the exhibit hall and
presentation styles help to convey this message. This same methodology was applied to all of my
case studies, regardless of the type of museum. Therefore, my case studies will be based on
consistent evaluations, rather than preemptive anthropological perceptions. In order to
understand the institutional limitations and perspectives that influenced the exhibit, I conducted a
semi-structured interview with curators at the museums when possible. This was inspired by Ira
Jackins (1985) analysis of the limitations of the museum method of anthropology in Franz Boas’
exhibits. The general structure of this interview was consistent among the case studies where
interviews could be acquired. In this way, my research deviates from critics who study the
politics of museum display, who often neglect the institutional limitations and perspective
affecting the exhibition.
My research is not without limitations, and certainly cannot be considered representative
of all current museum exhibitions of African objects. The museums used for case studies are not
representative of all of the exhibitions styles and techniques for African objects. Most notably, I
was not able to include any ethnographic techniques of display. Despite my efforts, I was also
not able to obtain an interview from a curator at the Field Museum. The “Africa” exhibit was
installed in the 1990s, and none of the staff in the ethnographic collections were present when
the exhibit was conceived or wished to comment on the exhibit as it stands now. This limits my
understanding and conclusions about the exhibit’s design.
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Case Study – DePauw University
The Trophy Room: The Role of the Museum
DePauw University Emison Ethnographic Gallery (See Figure 1 in Appendix)
Experiencing the Exhibit
According to the university website, DePauw owns 216 “ethnographic objects” from
Africa, primarily including masks, textiles, and ancestor figures. The website also notes the
cultural diversity of the collection, much of which was gifted by alumni. A selection of the
collection is on display in the Emison building. Although I am now in my fourth and final year at
DePauw University, I am ashamed to say I have never given the African objects on display in the
Emison building more than a passing glance. Ever since the university remodeled Emison as the
Admissions Building, I have spent little to no time in the lobby. So as I entered the main lobby to
look at the gallery in-depth for the first time, I was struck by how out of place I felt in the
Admissions environment. I quickly moved across the room to the side gallery that I knew housed
a selection of DePauw’s African collection.
There was no sign above the entrance to the gallery to identify the space in any way. The
gallery consisted of a very small, square room with white walls and white pedestals. The small
selection of artifacts was arranged along the walls with open space in the center of the room. The
African objects only took up the right half of the room; the other side included objects from Peru
and Papua New Guinea, although this was not immediately obvious without looking at the small
accompanying labels. I started from the doorway and turned right to walk along the wall and
observe the African objects. The first objects I encountered were a pair of so-called “fetish”
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figures from the Democratic Republic of Congo, which sat on a pedestal next to the entrance.
However, I would later learn that these objects had been mislabeled, and were actually Kongo
nkisi, generally named “power figures” or “nail figures.” The mislabeling would end up being a
common occurrence in the space, so my inclusion of information from the label text should not
be considered indicative of the cultural categorization of the object.
On the adjacent wall from the Kongo nkisi, labeled “fetish” figures, hung a granary door
from Mali. Immediately next to this, and occupying a large portion of the wall, was a low
pedestal upon which sat a selection of carved wooden human figures whose labels indicated
origins from a variety of countries, including Nigeria, Burkina Faso, Côte d’Ivoire, Mali, and the
Democratic Republic of Congo. On the back wall of the gallery hung a selection of wooden
masks from Liberia, Nigeria, Côte d’Ivoire, and the Democratic Republic of Congo. The final
objects, as I worked my way back to the center of the back wall, were a pair of funerary heads
from Ghana and Côte d’Ivoire, and an antelope mask from Mali was displayed on the wall
directly in front of the entrance.
The small gallery space utilized the traditional exhibition practices of art museums. All of
the objects were displayed with soft spotlights on white pedestals or white walls. Curiously, the
pedestal featuring the carved figures was not at eye level, which resulted in the viewer looking
down at the majority of the pieces. The objects seemed to be arranged by form, because the same
types of objects were exhibited in the same section, although it was difficult to tell with such a
small selection. The “fetish” figures and funerary heads were paired up on their respective
pedestals, along with what I came to call in my notes the “wall of masks” and the “pedestal of
figures.” However, outside of object labels, there were no other didactics to guide the visitor
through the brief display. The labels included the object name in bold, continent of origin, the
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culture of origin, country of origin, date, medium, and source of donation (see Figure 2 in
appendix).
The relatively small number of objects on display in the space made it easy for me to take
in the selection as a whole, and I began to notice several commonalities among the displayed
objects. Almost every object was made of wood, although some incorporated other mediums into
the design. I also noticed how several of the pieces were, for lack of a better word, “shiny,” or
lacking the patina characteristic of repeated use. When applied to African arts or artifacts, a lack
of patina usually indicates someone created the object for sale on the tourist market, rather than
for a specific cultural use. While this is not in itself problematic, it calls up the debates about the
“authenticity” of the object, which I will return to later. The origin of the objects revealed a
further commonality: the majority of the objects were from 20th century sub-Saharan Africa, a
common area for collection.
After reviewing the exhibit, it appeared to me that the exhibit of African arts, and the
gallery as a whole, seemed to exist very quietly. No signs alerted anyone in the building as to the
gallery’s purpose. Although everything in the room was clearly visible from the lobby, in order
to learn anything about the objects I had to walk into the room, walk over to a specific object,
and read the limited information provided in the small label. Based on the presentation style, the
exhibit focused on the artistic nature of the pieces, but the gallery provided nothing from which a
viewer could learn about African arts or form outside of specific regions of origin. Most of all,
during the time it took me to review the exhibit; I never lost sight of the fact that I was in the
Admissions Building. Conversation from staff and tour groups filtered into the space from the
lobby through the entrance. I was in the room for an hour and no one who passed by ever
entered, but somehow the two spaces still seemed connected.
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Curatorial Perspective
	
  
Craig Hadley, Curator of Exhibitions and University Collections at DePauw, was not at
DePauw when the galleries were installed and curated as showcases of the university’s
collections. He noted he had made a few minor changes to the gallery housing the African
objects in order to “fix some issues” (personal communication, November 15, 2013); however, it
has essentially stayed the same since Peeler replaced Emison as the university’s art center.
During Winter Term 2013, Hadley led a class in adding interpretive material to the Japanese
galleries, an aspect he recognizes both galleries desperately needed. In reference to the Japanese
gallery, Hadley said, “So the fact that you would walk through those spaces and you would see
labels that just sort of say thangka, 15th century, donated by XYZ donor didn’t do anything in
terms of helping visitors to understand what it was that they were looking at” (personal
communication, November 15, 2013). The limited interpretive material isolated the viewer from
the object, especially if they had no background in arts from other cultures.
Even though the Emison galleries have an artistic approach to display, simply focusing
on aesthetics provides too limited a view for the typical audience, and could result in misleading
assumptions about the art on display. Hadley recognized that, without context, we often revert to
stereotypes in order to inform our understanding. Based on the checkered history of African arts
or artifacts being considered “primitive” and associated with racial categories, quick assumptions
can be problematic for the Emison gallery. Hadley noted that this was a major problem he saw in
the gallery: “my problem with that gallery is the fact that…it treats those ethnographic objects as
a snapshot in time. As being frozen in the early to mid twentieth century. And when you walk
through that space you assume African art is sort of set in stone in this sort of generic or
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stereotypical fashion” (personal communication, November 15, 2013). As I noted during my
review of the space, there is no contextual information for the visitor to grasp that what is
presented is a selection or particular aspect of African arts. At face value the gallery appears to
be a complete picture.
Furthermore, as I had suspected during my evaluation of the objects, Hadley
acknowledged that the equal treatment of all the objects in the space clashes with the artistic
quality of the objects. I had noted that many of the masks or figures were “shiny,” making me
suspicious they were tourist art pieces. While tourist arts are not necessarily problematic, the fact
that every object in that gallery was displayed in exactly the same way leads the viewer to think
everything should be considered equally. Hadley noted, “There are clearly objects in there that
are really substandard, there are objects in there that are better than other pieces, just in terms of
cultural, historical, artistic value, and it leaves visitors thinking that all these objects are really
important, and we should pay attention to them when that’s really not the case” (personal
communication, November 15, 2013). A casual visitor wandering in to the ethnographic gallery,
one who knows very little about African arts, would be under the impression that all of these
pieces were equal examples of artistic skill, when in fact many were made to satisfy a tourist
market for the pieces or created by less-skilled artists.
In many cases, tourist pieces are quickly and cheaply made, and do not have the same
cultural context as other African art pieces. This brings up questions of the objects’
“authenticity.” “Authentic” in reference to art, however, is a category usually defined by
outsiders to a culture and shares the same controversial political judgment as other constructed
museum categories. As Crew and Sims (1991) note, “Authenticity—authority—enforces the
social contract between the audience and the museum, a socially agreed-upon reality that exists
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only as long as confidence in the voice of the exhibition holds” (p. 163). The “authenticity” of
the object is intimately linked with the museum’s “authority” to define that object as authentic.
The Emison gallery could be breaking the “social contract” between the audience and the
museum if a viewer who trusts the interpretation of each object in the Emison gallery sees every
piece an elevated art form. After speaking with Mr. Hadley and reviewing the space for myself, I
felt that the problematic treatment of the objects, combined with the physical location of the
gallery, created an exhibit of “ethnographic arts” that blurred the line between educational
exhibit and subtle advertisement.

Analysis
	
  
An understanding of the background of the Emison galleries and university collections is
essential to understand the current purpose of the gallery itself. Until 2003, Emison served as the
university’s art center. Following the construction of the Richard E. Peeler Art Center, the
university repurposed Emison as the art museum and home of the Religious studies department
and Asian Studies program. It was during this time that the galleries in Emison were established
to showcase art from the university’s permanent collection. The Shidzuo Iikubo Gallery houses
selections from the Arthur Klauser Japanese art collection. The other gallery serves the rest of
the university’s so-called “ethnographic” collections. The ethnographic collections include nonWestern art from around the world. The term, and this gallery, imposes a homogenous character
on many diverse cultures. The two galleries remained in place even after the university chose to
renovate Emison into DePauw’s Admissions and financial aid offices. It is the relationship
between the Admissions lobby and the problematic display techniques in the exhibit that produce
a space that is partly an exhibition of African arts, and partly an exhibition of the university.
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In many analyses of museum exhibitions, the physical location of the gallery space within
the museum building tends to be neglected. Duncan (1995) writes, “Where the focus is on
collecting or the collection, the museum environment itself is often ignored, as if its spaces were
neutral or invisible” (p. 1). Similar to how display techniques and museum interpretation are
often regarded as neutral acts, the museum environment is often regarded as an unbiased or
unimportant space. However, one has only to think of the construction of many of our nations
most prominent museums. Many of them resemble Greek or Roman temples, implying what is
inside possesses sacred or superior qualities. The architecture of the Emison building shares
these characteristics (See Figure 3 in appendix). Now that Emison has been converted into an
admissions building, the sacred nature of the architecture gives visitors to the university the
impression of prestige.
The fact that Emison is an admissions building housing museum exhibitions affects the
meaning of the galleries within. I remember feeling out of place analyzing the exhibit when
completing my case study because the activity from the lobby outside filtered into the museum
space. The Admissions lobby acts as a sort of advertisement for the university by highlighting
the university’s most significant achievements. Based on the physical proximity of the spaces
and the open entrance to the gallery, the objects within the exhibition are, by extension, a part of
the promotion of the university for visitors. This creates what Mr. Hadley referred to as a “quasimuseum space,” an area that is not fully an exhibit and shares other purposes besides exhibition
(personal communication, November 15, 2013).
Putting the gallery in the context of Admissions necessitates a re-evaluation of the
purpose of the gallery. As Mr. Hadley mentioned, the exhibit seems suspended in time, while the
display techniques almost memorialize the objects. The minimal contextual information prevents
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the viewer from engaging with the object. However, a key component of every label was the
donor of the object. Most donors are DePauw University alumni, and the label specifies their
graduation year. Discussing the incorporation of donors into the museum exhibition, Bouquet
(2012) writes, “The visual representation of the donor…belongs to a much older tradition of
memorializing great men and ancestors in painted or sculptural portraits” (p. 22). Although many
museums incorporate donor information into object labels, in the Emison gallery practically no
other contextual information is offered in order for a viewer to understand these objects.
Therefore, the viewer understands the object from the context of the Admissions environment,
which advertises the accomplishments of the university. Consequently, the objects seem to be
advertisements of alumni achievements and diverse interests. Mr. Hadley shared my assessment
of the space, saying, “it showcases the sort of wealth of our alums, it highlights the fact that
DePauw is a sort of global minded and international minded institution, and that we educated
students to be interested in these things” (personal communication, November 15, 2013). The
gallery also includes objects from Papua New Guinea and Peru as part of the “ethnographic”
collections, without any overt indication that they are from geographically and culturally distinct
contexts, implying the context of the object is secondary to its simple presence in the space. In
the case of the Emison gallery, the space gives off the impression not of an exhibit of African art,
but a trophy case of alumni accomplishments for visitors to peruse.

Conclusions
	
  
While I have some problems with how African objects, and other pieces, are currently
being presented in the Emison gallery, this is not to say that I disapprove of the space entirely.
As a proud, soon-to-be graduate of DePauw, I recognize and support the fact that Admissions
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highlights the accomplishments of alumni and students. However, I believe the exhibit can be
reimagined as a space that not only highlights the university, but also offers opportunities for
student involvement and public education. Mr. Hadley already led a class during Winter Term
2014, along with Dr. Rebecca Upton, to research and begin cataloging the university’s African
collections in an effort to contextualize the collection as a whole, of which I was able to observe
a day of the students’ work. Mr. Hadley also believes that the space should be reinterpreted
through a student, class-based intervention that provides contextual information in order to use
the African objects “as a springboard to start a conversation about contemporary Africa…”
(personal communication, November 15, 2013). Using student involvement to reevaluate and
reimagine the exhibit could serve to challenge the visitor’s perception of African arts while also
representing the accomplishments of the student body. A “trophy room” may advertise the
accomplishments of university alumni, but it also unfortunately transforms African cultures and
arts into signs of prestige and status in a more ordered and public form of the historical cabinets
of curiosities. As it is now, the display “fetishizes” not only Africa cultures, but also the other
cultures on display in a manner not fitting of the university or a museum responsible for the
objects.
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Case Study – The Indiana University Art Museum
The Blank Room: The Limitations of Gallery Space
Raymond and Laura Wielgus Gallery of the Arts of Africa, Oceania, and the Americas (See
Figure 4 in Appendix)
Experiencing the Exhibit
The Indiana University Art Museum, located in Bloomington, Indiana, was founded in
1941. The museum first acquired an African artifact in 1959, and the collection has grown to
include a total of approximately 26,000 objects. The majority of these pieces come from museum
donors or collectors. Curator of African, Oceanic, and Pre-Columbian art, Dr. Diane Pelrine
(2011) describes the collections development objectives: “to build a collection representative of
the traditional visual arts of sub-Saharan Africa, to acquire the finest examples available, and to
include lesser examples for their value in teaching and research” (p. 179). As part of a university,
the museum directed its attention to pieces of both artistic and educational interest. During our
interview, Dr. Pelrine described the profound influence of Dr. Henry Hope, the first director of
the IU Art Museum, Dr. Roy Sieber, professor of Fine Arts and highly influential Africanist art
historian, and Tom Solley, the second museum director, in developing the African art collection
and establishing the gallery. Hope had a vision for an “encyclopedic” museum and displaying art
from diverse world cultures. Sieber’s passion for African arts and connections in the art world,
combined with Hope and Solley’s desire to build the museum’s holdings, built the IU’s African
art collection into today’s respected and prestigious collection (Pelrine, 2011).
As I walked up to the flights of stairs in the museum’s open atrium to the third floor
gallery, I perused the visitor guide for information on the African collection. The guide reads,
“The IU Art Museum’s sub-Saharan African collection is considered to be among the best in the
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country. The collection, which emphasizes the human form in outstanding examples of figures
and masks, also includes many fine examples of non-figural forms of African art, such as
textiles, jewelry, and ceramics.” The gallery housing the African artifacts also includes art from
the South Pacific and pre-Columbian America. As I passed through the doors of the gallery, I
briefly explored the first section, which featured pre-Columbian art, until I saw glimpses of
wooden masks through the opening into another section. I walked directly into the back portion
of the gallery, and immediately found myself in a large, open space filled with African artifacts.
The sheer number of objects in the space initially overwhelmed and disoriented me. The
gallery area was very open and free flowing with only one partial wall jutting into the space and
some columns, but it was filled with objects. There was no obvious path or direction for me to
follow. I proceeded to work my way from where I entered, the center of the room, to the left of
the space, back to the center, finishing on the right end of the gallery with a smaller “Focal
Point” exhibition in the back on surface design among the Kuba. Even during my cursory
observations, I noticed the proclamation from the visitor’s guide rang true. The vast majority of
the objects on display were wooden masks or figures, with a few sporadic ceramics, textiles, or
jewelry. The one anomaly, a modern photograph titled “My Embroidered Boubou and My Pretty
Radio,” stood in stark contrast to artifacts like the figurative Dan ladle or the Kuba cup from
Zaire.
Even after I had spent a significant amount of time in the exhibit space, I found it difficult
to determine the arrangement of the objects, an interpretation I will return to later in my analysis.
I repeatedly wandered through the objects, looking at labels, trying to understand and map some
sort of progression. As mentioned in the exhibit guide, the artifacts represented the diversity of
sub-Saharan Africa, including the nations of Nigeria, Democratic Republic of Congo, Liberia,
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Côte d’Ivoire, Sierra Leone, Mali, Chad, Ghana, Somalia, and South Africa. I ultimately
concluded the exhibit was arranged according to loose, regional groupings. The relatively small
number of pieces from Southern Africa were grouped on one side of the exhibit hall, with a
general arrangement of West and Central Africa in other larger sections. However, the open
space and even distribution of the objects blurred the lines of any formal groupings. Outside of
geo-ethnic origin, there appeared to be no other structure to the exhibit. Masks sat next to
figures, which sat next to earrings or a carved wooden chair.
The display technique subscribed to the common trope of presentation emphasizing
aesthetics. The objects were displayed on pedestals, in cases, or mounted on walls. The cases and
pedestals were dispersed throughout the gallery floor at relatively even intervals, allowing me to
weave amongst the objects and view them with ease from all angles. Spotlights on the ceiling
illuminated the objects, casting light on complex designs and artistic details. Labels included
categories for region of origin, ethnic origin, object type, artistic medium, and provenance (see
Figure 5 in appendix). In a manner consistent with other art museum treatments of African art,
the interpretive labels exclusively voiced the perspective of the museum.
Outside of individual object labels, there were some other didactics that provide extra
interpretive material for the visitor. A large map of sub-Saharan Africa, featured on one wall,
highlighted the regions the exhibit represents. Some objects, like the Mambu mask of the
Fungom Kingdom in Cameroon, had more extensive labels including color pictures of the object
in use in its cultural context. Other objects, like the Kingdom of Benin commemorative head or
the Kòmò kun mask of the Bamana peoples, had extra laminated pamphlets that described the
context of the object in depth. These two to three page pamphlets, which could not be removed
from the gallery, include maps pinpointing the region of origin, extra information about the

34
culture of origin, significance of form, and the only mention of artists in the exhibit (See Figure
6 in appendix). The artists still cannot be identified, but the pamphlet describes the qualities of
typical “makers.” The focal point exhibit in the back also incorporated more interpretive material
about design elements. The extra didactics reflect an attempt to incorporate interpretive material,
but I found myself wondering how many casual visitors actually picked up and read the whole
pamphlet or every single label.
After working from general exhibit categories to specific object qualities, according to
my methodology, my disoriented feeling did not entirely go away. I could not help but wonder if
I had missed something—some theme or idea that I could take with me as I left the exhibition.
However, I ultimately concluded that the African portion of the gallery presented a
decontextualized and detached view of African culture, emphasizing the artistic and formalistic
qualities of each object. While this is not in itself problematic, the display lacked a narrative
based on form or particular aesthetic qualities as a guide. The limited interpretive material
prevented me from critically interacting with the objects, marginalizing me to the role of
“viewer,” yet one without a defined purpose. As a result, I left the gallery feeling like I had seen
several aesthetically exquisite pieces, but I still had not engaged with the objects in a way that
gave me a sense of why these objects are representative of the diverse array of African art.

Curatorial Perspective
	
  
My perception of the exhibit changed significantly after I interviewed Dr. Diane Pelrine,
the curator of arts of Africa, Oceania, and the Americas. After speaking with Dr. Pelrine for
some time, she voluntarily brought up my exact concern about the gallery. When asked if the
museum had ever encountered any controversy over the display of African artifacts, Dr. Pelrine
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said, “more what I’ve received are comments about how, if you don’t already know what’s going
on in the gallery, you can’t really figure it out when you go in there. If you don’t know how an
object is used, there is little in there that is going to give you a sense of it” (personal
communication, October 24, 2013). Dr. Pelrine did not install the exhibit herself, and I found that
she also considered the gallery to be disorienting for the casual visitor.
During our interview, Dr. Pelrine also pointed out how the gallery design severely limited
the incorporation of interactive materials:
If you just take a small thing, like those stands that are in there now, the ones that
Tom Solley designed. Architect. I think they’re handsome in many ways, but
they’re not so great if you want to have printed, interpretive material with an
object…So if you have a label, and you’ve got a case, either you can put it all on
the wall, which is a little awkward for people to read, or you try putting it in the
case, and then you end up with a case that has more words than objects…Like I
said, I think these are really handsome, but they don’t allow us to do written
interpretation in way that doesn’t start to compromise the objects that we want
people to look at first and foremost. (personal communication, October 24, 2013)
Although I.M. Pei and partners designed the IU Art Museum building, under the contract
former director Tom Solley designed the gallery spaces. Solley valued aesthetic qualities above
all else, almost to the point that he would have been perfectly happy without any labels at all
(personal communication, October 24, 2013). As a result, he designed square, white pedestals
and tables with smooth sides and no ledges. While the stark white provides an excellent canvas
for the presentation of an object, it does not provide much space for a descriptive label in a
convenient place for the viewer. Consequently, the label content must be limited to the
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absolutely essential. After speaking with Dr. Pelrine more and reviewing my notes from the
evaluation, it became clear that the gallery space actually prevented the visitor from engaging
more with the art. The open space and gallery configuration ultimately became limiting factors
for the viewer’s experience and the museum’s representation of Africa.

Analysis
	
  
Space plays an important role in museum exhibitions and the presentation of cultures. In
an analysis of the visual anthropology of museums, Bouquet (2012) writes, “Museums are
closely connected with photographic practices: their displays focus our attention and lead our
feet through the spaces where they organize objects, images and atmospheres in concentrated
forms” (p. 7). The almost entirely open atmosphere in the IU gallery and the evenly dispersed
pedestals/cases provided a multitude of paths for the viewer. I discovered that even something as
simple as where I entered the gallery contributed to my feeling of disorientation. Unknowingly, I
had actually entered in the middle of the African section. I was supposed to walk all the way
through the pre-Columbian and South Pacific sections, and then enter the African gallery from
the side. My eagerness to reach my objects of analysis prevented me from recognizing a more
clearly geo-ethnic arrangement of the objects. Starting from the intended entrance, the objects
followed a progression from “historical” objects for which the museum has more contextualizing
data (i.e. the Benin commemorative head), to West Africa, Central Africa, and South Africa. I
had noted these regional arrangements, but failed to see how each related to the other because
my point of reference did not coincide with the entrance. However, one cannot assume no one
else has entered the African section of the gallery from the wrong direction.
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Both Dr. Pelrine and I also noted a lack of interpretive material, which discouraged the
viewer from interacting with the objects. The design of the pedestals and cases prevented any
more extensive material for viewers to engage with the art on display. Hallam (2000) recognizes
the potential danger of this, as museum labels are often mistakenly regarded as complete,
objective information: “They [labels] tend to appear as ‘neutral’, objective information in the
form of exhibition titles, text panels, object labels and captions. This renders their visual and
material dimensions ‘invisible’—they are not part of the display, rather they structure the
interpretation of it although, again, their ideological dimensions remain hidden” (p. 270). Since
label content structures the viewer’s interpretation of the object, the limited label content restricts
the viewer’s interpretation to narrow criteria and effectively prevents them from interacting
critically with the object.
Narrow interpretation can be risky when applied to the casual visitor. Someone who
enters the gallery with absolutely no knowledge of African cultures or arts may leave thinking
that the exhibit presents a complete representation of the cultures. Dr. Pelrine recognized this
concern, “I’m not representing the Yoruba people with the five sculptures, that’s ridiculous…but
I think people who come in have” (personal communication, October 24, 2013). The collection is
a product of its time, because the majority of the objects correspond with only one limited
category of African arts based on historical aesthetic preferences. Furthermore, a visitor may not
even read the interpretive material provided. A casual visitor, therefore, may leave the gallery
space with an unconsciously limited understanding of African cultures and the diversity of
African arts. The museum is meant as an educational institution, but anyone who did not
understand African arts previously would not gain much from the limited information provided
in the gallery.
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The case study of the African gallery at the IU Art Museum shows how institutional
limitations such as the gallery space and configuration affect the museum’s construction of an
exhibit. The ideological focus on aesthetics is quite clear from the design of the space; however,
ironically, the configuration of the room essentially prevents the museum from allowing the
visitor to engage meaningfully with the objects on display. The space sends the message to a
visitor that these objects should be critically viewed individually, but not critically understood as
representatives of particular genres of African arts.

Conclusions
	
  
The gallery space in the IU Art Museum offers a blank room to present the object, but
does little to engage the visitor with the object. None of my criticism means, however, that I
think the IU Art Museum or museum staff should be criticized as presenting decontextualized or
limited concepts of African cultures. On the contrary, the museum space or gallery space is an
entity outside any one individual. In this sense, I disagree with Carol Duncan’s (1995) statement:
“To control a museum means precisely to control the representation of a community and its
highest values and truths.” (p. 8). Duncan’s statement holds some elements of truth, because
curators and museum staff designing exhibitions do hold quite a bit of power over how a
community is represented. Tom Solley, for example, had a great deal of control as the gallery
space was being designed. However, I believe that no one person can hold complete “control”
over a museum; there are many other variables that factor into museum exhibitions, such as the
wishes of donors or finances. Dr. Pelrine, for example, wanted to reinstall the African gallery
over a decade ago, but the museum lacked the funds. Short of constructing an entirely new
building, there is little Dr. Pelrine or any other museum staff member can do to dramatically alter
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the gallery space itself. Dr. Pelrine did add the pamphlets and focal point exhibit, but could not
alter or remove the main aspects of the gallery causing problems.
However, now that the museum has received funds, Dr. Pelrine is taking steps to improve
the space. Dr. Pelrine is planning a reinstallation project, to begin in the spring, which will
involve new lights, stands, wall paint, and interpretive materials (Reed, 2013). The materials are
not limited to more extensive labels; Dr. Pelrine plans to incorporate other didactics, such as
podcasts. The reinstallation will also allow for the objects to be rearranged for the first time since
their installation. Extremely relevant, but inconveniently large new acquisitions, including a tenfoot long fantasy coffin from Ghana, will be incorporated into the gallery. This will allow
content of the exhibit to expand into other forums of African art, widening the scope of
understanding for the viewer and increasing the possibility for interaction and relation to objects
of contemplation. The new exhibit will have the ability to utilize 20th century African art in
combination with more contemporary pieces to engage the viewer with the diversity of African
arts.
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Case Study – The Indianapolis Museum of Art
The Tale of Two Exhibits: Differences in the Construction of the Object

Eiteljorg Suite of African and Oceanic Art (See Figure 7 in Appendix)
Experiencing the Exhibit
The Indianapolis Museum of Art’s website boasts an “encyclopedic collection” of art,
with a large collection of African art donated by Mr. and Mrs. Harrison Eiteljorg in 1990. When
I entered the Eiteljorg Suite of African and Oceanic Art for the first time, I noticed immediately
that it was very different than any African art gallery I had previously experienced. The museum
guide said that the permanent gallery had been newly redesigned, and houses over 300 African
objects from the “major art-producing regions of Africa.” The small entrance room outlined the
purpose of the redesign. Wall text and diagrams announced that the objects in the gallery were
grouped according to themes that connect the diverse cultures of Africa, illustrated by a large
wall map. In fact, a small floor plan featured on one wall showed how I would progress through
the themes of power, royal arts, body adornment/design for living, life transitions, and ancestors
according to a circular path (See Figure 8 in appendix). The floor plan showed that each thematic
section was accorded its own space in the gallery, emphasizing the distinctions between each
theme. The small entrance room also featured a case with sample pieces from each thematic area,
and labels giving background information on each theme. Even from such a small room, I
learned how the exhibit would be organized, according to what guiding principles, and with what
content. I was not used to such explicit guidance in exhibitions.
From the entrance room I moved into the first thematic section: power. A paragraph of
contextualizing wall text describes the “traditional” African religious belief in various unseen

41
ancestral or natural powers, and that the objects in this section were created to “control or
respond” to these forces. The “Power” room featured several objects displayed standing on low
pedestals, encased in glass on top of high pedestals, set in lit wall cases, and hanging from the
ceiling. From examining the labels at different display areas, it became clear that the theme of
power had been divided into subthemes, including deities, nature spirits, ancestors, colonial
power, invoking power, nature spirits, and the Yoruba Ogboni Society. Corresponding objects on
display connected with each sub-theme through label text that described how the object
functioned within or served each theme.
The layout and structure of the “Power” themed room carried over into each of the other
thematic sections. Each room included a guiding paragraph of wall text, with subtheme labels,
individual object labels, and consistent display techniques that linked the object on display with
the larger overarching themes. “Royal Arts” exhibited the material displays of divine authority
and status. “Body Adornment” illustrated the ways personal decoration can be a material sign of
individual status, while “Design for Living,” exhibited in the same space, showed decorated
objects connected to everyday use. A section called “Collecting” focused on the collecting
practices of Eiteljorg, who was guided by Dr. Roy Sieber, the art historian influential in
establishing Indiana University’s African art collections. The “Life Transitions” section
exhibited objects related to rites of passage. Finally, the “Ancestors” section returns to a similar
theme as the “Power” section, by showing material representations of ancestors as a link between
the living and the dead.
The exhibit as a whole, as well as the individual subsections, featured a wide array of
objects of various mediums from different cultural groups, geographic areas, and time periods.
While a large majority of the objects were from Sub-Saharan Africa, most major regions of
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Africa were represented, including objects from the countries of the Democratic Republic of
Congo, Nigeria, Burkina Faso, Liberia, Tanzania, Morocco, and Algeria among many others.
The majority of objects were also from the 20th century, but there were some objects from the
19th century and some pieces of 20th century contemporary art. The Eiteljorg collecting section,
for example, featured Wosene Kosrof’s painting “Inside the Museum of African Art” (1990), as
well as a contemporary soapstone sculpture by Henry Munyaradzi next to a tobacco pipe from
19th century Democratic Republic of Congo. The arts also encompassed a range of mediums,
including wood, metal, cloth, ceramic, ivory, gold, and leather, although wood was predominant.
Each thematic section featured similar presentation styles, although they deviated slightly
from the presentation style emphasizing aesthetics typical of art museums. Open, low, white
pedestals in the middle of the room displayed larger objects lit by soft spotlights. Other objects
were displayed in high, glass-covered cases on white pedestals, which allowed me to view the
object from many angles. Instead of being mounted on the wall as in many art museums, many
of the rest of the objects were displayed set into lit wall cases, a display practice typically
associated with natural history or ethnographic museums. Occasionally, however, the wall cases
were set into walls dividing the thematic sections, which allowed me to see the object from both
sides and provided a literal window into another thematic area.
Object labels offered more information than typically provided in a mode of display
focused on aesthetics, and would not have seemed out of place in an ethnographic museum.
Label information included the ethnic group of origin (or artist in rare cases), country of origin,
object name/type, medium, approximate date, and provenance of the object. The labels also
included other contextual information in the form of bullet points or paragraphs that describe the
object, its use, and its relation to the overarching theme (See Figure 9 in appendix). The labels,
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for those like myself who stopped to read them, provided a wealth of cultural information about
the object. Furthermore, the labels were printed on clear stickers applied to the white surfaces,
which provided information without cluttering the display space.
After experiencing the Eiteljorg Suite of African and Oceanic Art, I have to admit I was
somewhat surprised. The exhibit seemed to be a hybrid of an ethnographic contextualization and
thematic arrangement with a display style highlighting aesthetics. Much of the presentation was
minimalist, with white walls and spotlights that serve to emphasize the impressive formal
qualities of the object. However, the didactics and arrangement of the space focused heavily and
extensively on the ethnographic context of the object, rather than the aesthetics. The presentation
style implies that the viewer should look at the craftsmanship of the piece, while the labels
implied the viewer should be interested in the object’s cultural significance. The large variety of
types of objects, time periods, and mediums would give a casual visitor strolling through a sense
of the diversity of African arts, while a more interested visitor could learn about the object
context in depth.
While the individual labels succeeded in distinguishing the cultural contexts of individual
objects, the thematic arrangement, however, had the effect of homogenizing the continent. A
visitor to the gallery could come away with the idea that all Africans conceive of power, life
transitions, or ancestors in the same, singular way, rather than as a diverse array of cultural
groups. Therefore, after my original study, the exhibit seemed to construct these African “arts”
as distinct and individual “artifacts,” while the layout and thematic arrangement homogenized
African arts and cultures into distinct themes. While I found it curious that an art museum such
as the Indianapolis Museum of Art had chosen to contextualize “art” pieces as “artifacts” so
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extensively, I did not find it out of place until I visited the neighboring exhibit, “Majestic African
Textiles.”

Majestic African Textiles (See Figure 10 in Appendix)
Experiencing the Exhibit
After exiting the Eiteljorg Suite of African and Oceanic Art, I moved next door to a
temporary exhibit titled “Majestic African Textiles” in the Paul Textile and Fashion Arts
Galleries. Even though both spaces exhibited African pieces, I was immediately struck by how
different “Majestic African Textiles” was to the hybrid ethnographic-art space next door. From
my first step into the space, I knew immediately that aesthetics was the main focus. Many of the
objects in the exhibit, corresponding with the “majestic” theme, were prestige pieces, and so
were highly decorated and beaded. The display space complemented the qualities of the object.
The walls and display areas of the space were painted a dark grey, providing a stark visual
contrast to the typical white space of a museum exhibition. Strong spotlights illuminated the
textiles, which heightened the colorful and intricate designs of each piece. The textiles were
either displayed hung on the wall or on mannequins of the same dark grey color as the walls. The
textiles were mounted quite a distance from myself, an intentional technique I will return to later.
The textiles were arranged geographically according to ethnic groups along a linear path.
I first encountered men’s garments from West Africa, including a chief’s ceremonial robe from
the Mende of Liberia and royal ceremonial crowns from the Yoruba of Nigeria. The other side of
the first room included other textiles from West Africa, including a section dedicated to the
tradition of kente cloth. The next gallery space exhibited objects from northern Africa (including
Morocco and Egypt), central Africa (including the Democratic Republic of Congo), finishing in
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southern Africa. In the middle of the second gallery was a pedestal displaying various
masquerade costumes from across the continent, including an Egungun masquerade costume of
the Yoruba of Nigeria.
The object labels provided basic information as well as context incorporating cultural
information and aesthetics. The label text included the ethnic group of origin, country of origin,
type of textile, date, medium, provenance, and two brief paragraph descriptions of the object (See
Figure 11 in appendix). The first paragraph focused on the cultural context of the piece, while
the second focused on the aesthetics and/or construction of the textile. The garments also often
included photographs of a person, presumably in the original context, wearing the garment or
similar garment. Some labels also provided thematic context, such as the masking and kente
cloth traditions.
The garments in “Majestic African Textiles” clearly lived up to their name. Even if
“majesty” had not been in the title of the exhibition, the nature of the textiles and the exhibition
style heavily implied a majestic quality. Firstly, the objects chosen for the exhibit illustrated an
individual owner’s prestige, status, and wealth. Many of the garments and textiles were made for
special occasions or ritual purposes, where communicating wealth or power is important. Label
text often emphasized this by connecting prestige to the garment’s aesthetics. For example, the
shoulder cloth worn by Yoruba women in Nigeria is a sign of initiation into the prestigious
Yoruba Ogboni society in Nigeria. The scarf from Egypt visually portrays wealth in the designs
made from silver strips woven into the cloth. The Egungun (which translates to “powers
concealed”) masquerade honors the ancestors and acts as a powerful intermediary between the
living and the dead. Not only do the textiles imply majesty both visually and contextually, but
the display also emphasizes prestige. The colorful textiles lit by spotlights stand out against the
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dark walls and environment, providing both a sense of mystery and distance from the viewer. I
got the impression that I was not only culturally distanced from the objects, but that the objects
also represented a sort of unattainable splendor.
After visiting the Eiteljorg Suite and “Majestic African Textiles,” I felt like I had visited
two entirely different museums. The galleries were, quite literally, like night and day, even
though they were in such close proximity. One was very consistently brightly lit with white
display areas, while the other was dimly lit with strong spotlights and dark display areas. In one
gallery, I had encountered African objects displayed as “art” and contextualized as “artifacts,”
while in another I had encountered African textiles displayed as unattainable and majestic “art.”
The Eiteljorg gallery included a section on power as well as royal arts, both including elements
of prestige and wealth, but none of these objects were constructed as “majestically” as the
textiles next door. I found myself wondering how I had visited two such distinctly designed
exhibits within the same museum.

Curatorial Perspective of “Majestic African Textiles”
	
  
Several weeks after my initial case study, I had the opportunity to return to the
Indianapolis Museum of Art with Mr. Hadley and Dr. Upton’s Winter Term class from DePauw.
As a group, we toured the “Majestic African Textiles” exhibit with Curator of Textile and
Fashion Arts, Niloo Paydar, who developed the exhibit. Paydar stated that her objective for the
exhibit was to showcase the magnificent size, detail, and vibrancy, or “majesty,” of the African
textiles in the IMA’s collections (personal communication, January 15, 2014). However, Paydar
noted that a challenge of designing the exhibit was to engage the viewer with unfamiliar fabrics
and designs. Many of the wraps and other garments are simply large bolts of cloth, which may be
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difficult for visitors used to Western styles of tailoring to understand. The challenge of
unfamiliarity led Paydar to showcase a selection of the garments on mannequins, evoking images
of Western clothes in stores. Through the mannequin displays, viewers can visually understand
how the different patterned textiles would be arranged and lay on the body.
Paydar also mentioned several elements of the design of the gallery that factored into
showcasing the textiles. As I noticed during my first visit, the dark grey walls and figures
emphasized the textiles’ vibrant colors, while the spotlights illuminated intricate patterns and
textures. Paydar chose to have spotlights focused on the center of the objects, rather than
dispersing the light on the surrounding wall, in order to direct the viewer’s attention. The other
exhibit elements, such as the object labels near the viewer’s feet, are minimal in order to
concentrate attention on the textiles. Paydar also made a conscious decision to distance the
mannequins and textiles from the viewer. The space between the viewer and the object prevents
the object from being touched, disturbed, and damaged, serving practical purposes, but also
further emphasizing the majestic and precious nature of the textiles (personal communication,
January 15, 2014).

Analysis
	
  
Although the Eiteljorg Suite of African and Oceanic Art and “Majestic African Textiles”
both exhibited objects from Africa, the different exhibits had distinct approaches to the
construction of meaning around the artifact. In the Eiteljorg gallery, the display method
highlighted aesthetics while the interpretive material emphasized cultural context. In “Majestic
African Textiles,” the exhibit design and Niloo Paydar’s curatorial decisions constructed the
textiles as magnificent artworks. The two different spaces use Greenblatt’s (1991) concepts of
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“resonance,” a sense of connection between the viewer and the object, and artistic “wonder,” a
viewer’s feeling of awe, to engage the viewer with the object.
The Eiteljorg Suite achieved an “in-context” display using a thematic arrangement and
various forms of didactics focused on the cultural significance of each object. By grouping
diverse types of objects from many different cultural origins under unifying themes, the museum
exerts power over the artifacts. Discussing in-context displays, Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1991)
writes, “[in-context displays] exert strong cognitive control over the objects, asserting the power
of classification and arrangement to order large numbers of artifacts from diverse cultural and
historical settings and to position them in relation to one another” (p. 390). Since many of the
objects come from different cultural contexts across Africa, they were never meant to be
understood in relation to each other. Consequently, the arrangement homogenizes African
cultures as one. The thematic, in-context arrangement draws connections between objects, but
these connections are not naturally occurring, they result from the museum speaking for the
objects (Alcoff, 1991/1992).
The IMA speaks for the objects by allowing the viewer to engage with the object through
a personal connection with the thematic content. Greenblatt (1991) refers to the sense of a
personal relationship between the viewer and the object as resonance, defined as “the power of
the displayed object to reach out beyond its formal boundaries to a larger world, to evoke in the
viewer the complex, dynamic cultural forces from which it has emerged and for which it may be
taken by a viewer to stand” (p. 42). The thematic contextualization of the objects allows the
viewer walking through the Eiteljorg Suite to look beyond the outward appearance and connect
with the background and cultural origins. The viewer may even make connections between the
use of the object and his or her own life, further strengthening the link between the viewer and
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the object. Greenblatt (1991) notes that museums achieve this through situating the object “in
relation to other representational practices operative in the culture at a given moment in both its
history and our own” (p. 43). Visitors may not have the same conception of power or tradition of
body adornment as the cultures represented in the Eiteljorg Suite, but this allows the viewer to
note the similarities and differences between themselves and various African cultures.
In contrast to the use of resonance through cultural context in the Eiteljorg Suite,
“Majestic African Textiles” emphasizes the aesthetic qualities of textiles. As Paydar stressed, the
objective of “Majestic African Textiles” is to call attention to the complexity and magnificence
of these unique pieces. The “uniqueness” of the textiles contributes to the exhibition style.
Discussing the distinctive nature of art, Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1998) writes, “Though once
multiple, many ethnographic objects become singular, and the more singular they become, the
more readily are they reclassified and exhibited as art” (p. 25). Even though the Eiteljorg Suite
exhibits textiles, the singular prestige nature of these particular textiles allows the museum to
categorize them as art and exhibit them as magnificent through spotlights and unattainable by
distancing them from the viewer.
The exhibition style of “Majestic African Textiles” embodies Greenblatt’s concept of
“wonder.” More so than in the Eiteljorg Suite, in “Majestic African Textiles” I felt the need to
just stop and stare at the striking pieces. Greenblatt (1991) defines wonder as “the power of the
displayed object to stop the viewer in his or her tracks, to convey an arresting sense of
uniqueness, to evoke an exalted attention” (p. 42). Paydar described how she used the dark grey
walls and spotlights to focus all the viewer’s attention on the textiles. The large distance between
the viewer and the object further emphasizes the sense of wonder, because it implies that “no
one, not even the nominal owner or donor, can penetrate the zone of light and actually possess
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the wonderful object” (Greenblatt, 1991, p. 52). The sense of wonder, or enchantment, enhanced
by curatorial decisions and the nature of the object, further stresses the “majesty” of the textiles.

Conclusion
	
  
The Indianapolis Museum of Art’s use of African objects seems to me to be a tale of two
museums. The Eiteljorg Suite of African and Oceanic Art uses thematic arrangement and subtle
display techniques to call attention to the cultural context of the object and create a sense of
“resonance” within the viewer. While many art museums today incorporate cultural context as a
method of interpretation, the techniques in the Eiteljorg Suite seemed to provide more cultural
context than typically provided, implying it was of primary importance. “Majestic African
Textiles,” the adjoining exhibit, employs dramatic display techniques that highlight the complex
aesthetic qualities of the textiles to produce a feeling of “wonder” for the visitor. These two very
different exhibits reflect distinct conceptualizations of African objects. James Clifford (1985)
describes these distinctions: “Whereas in the ethnographic museum the object is culturally or
humanly ‘interesting,’ in the art museum it is primarily ‘beautiful’ or ‘original.’” (p. 242). In the
case of the IMA, cultural interest and aesthetic admiration coexist in the same museum, on the
same floor. I do not see this as problematic; in fact, I even see it as a strength. The IMA’s
audience includes those not accustomed to the specifics of African arts, and the differences
between the two exhibits give the visitor the chance to experience African objects in two very
different, but equally engaging ways.
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Case Study – The Field Museum of Natural History
The Disoriented Tourist: The Viewer’s Perspective
“Africa” (See Figure 11 in Appendix)
Experiencing the Exhibit
Although I visited the Field Museum several times during my childhood, I had only a
vague recollection of seeing the “Africa” exhibit. When I entered the museum and walked up to
the exhibit (right next to the entrance), my first thought was “so much color.” The entrance to the
exhibit is a colorful collage of cartoon-like patterns depicting a city. A sign next to the entrance
reads: “Bienvenue au Senegal à Dakar…porte de l’Afrique, Ministere du tourisme,”3 along with
a star on a map of Africa to indicate Dakar’s location. To one side of the entrance stands an
equally colorful cutout of an autobus and station, with a video playing a tape of performances
from outside a similar autobus station. Directly in front of the entrance stands a memorial to
Leopold Sedar Senghor, the first president of Senegal, and included background information
about Senegal and Dakar’s port. Text attached to the side of the memorial urges me to enter the
exhibit, proclaiming, “Enter a gateway to Africa” and “Step into the streets of Dakar. Rhythmic
music in the background contributed to the busy environment.
Once I had taken in the colorful mélange at the entrance, I entered the main gallery space.
A yellow cutout of Africa announced that this section of the exhibit was centered on the theme of
community and family life, including bullet points on what to expect from the section (See
Figure 14 in appendix). These cutouts of Africa would become consistent, summary guiding
points appearing throughout most of the exhibit. The first section of the exhibit was designed to
look like a family courtyard in Grand Yoff, a suburb of Dakar, complete with gates, buildings
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  Translation: “Welcome to Dakar, Senegal…the gateway to Africa, Ministry of Tourism.”
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shaped like homes, and a baobab tree. At each step I “met” a new person from the village—in the
form of a life-size photograph cutout—who had a role in telling the story of community and
family life. I first met Marietou, who invited me into the village and informed me that it also
happened to be the day of Tabaski, an Islamic celebration. Mamadon, the tailor, was set up in a
façade of a shop called “La Bonne Couture” with clothing displays. Ibrahima taught me about
hospitality by offering me to sit and drink tea in the courtyard. Mariama told me about
hairstyling for Tabaski, while Issa informed his flock of sheep. Dalanda showed me how to make
chieboudienne, a fish and red rice dish. Souriba Kouyante, a jeli, or “artisan of the spoken word,”
played music on his kora in a video. A small display outlined the Tabaski ritual with associated
artifacts. Finally, a section of wall text wished me goodbye, and mentioned some of the
highlights I would see on my journey through the exhibit. The text ended with the sentences: “So
have a good trip. By the time you get back to Chicago, you’ll probably realize that Africa is a lot
closer than you thought.”
The style of display in the community and family life section mirrored most of the rest of
the “Africa” exhibit. Objects were displayed naturally positioned in a recreated setting. Some
objects, like the kora (musical instrument) and items associated with the ritual were displayed
behind glass cases. The environment of the exhibit seemed to immerse me in the setting. I
physically walked through the courtyard, stopping at each “station,” to learn about a different
aspect of hospitality or Tabaski. Displays involved elaborate facades that mimic the structure of
buildings. Even the floors and sections of walls were painted brown to imitate an earthen floor,
while the ceiling of the space was painted blue to mimic the sky. Clearly, it was intended that I
feel I was really in Grand Yoff.
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From community and family life, I moved into a smaller space with bright blue walls and
stations providing information about Africa. Several interactive maps helped to contextualize the
size of the continent, including the classic “how many countries can fit in Africa.” Several
children ran around the space playing with the interactive pieces, while parents attempted to get
them to actually answer the questions. The small room served to orient me to the continent of
Africa.
From the interactive space I moved into the arts and society section, focused on the
Grassfields of Cameroon. I saw and entered the grand façade of the Royal Palace of Bamum,
with displays of the royal arts and the symbolism of Grassfields art. I would have learned about
peacemaking among the Bakongo, connected to a nkisi nkondi figure on display, but the
accompanying video unfortunately was out of order. An interactive replica of a forge and
bellows illustrated metalworking. A series of more traditional museum displays with glass cases
and shelves described politics in the court of Benin City illustrated with royal art symbolic of
prestige and power.
At this point, I had the option to take a detour to the African Savannah to learn about the
environment. A sign urged me not to worry, that I would not miss anything. In this section, a
recreation display of a research camp educated visitors on the process of the scientific method,
while other case displays included various native animals. A model research station served as an
example to outline the environmental concerns of the East African Rift and various ecosystems.
After this diversion, I ended up in the commerce section. I wandered through a recreated
oasis and Tuareg camp, complete with palm tree and well. In the Tuareg camp all the objects had
been removed for research by curatorial staff, but side display cases included men’s clothing and
camel trappings. From the camp, I walked to the Kano Kurmi Market, where various stalls were

54
recreated with glassed off displays. In the stalls I could browse Bida brass work, leather,
women’s wares, amulets, and clothes. At the end of the row a video played showing the Kano
Kurmi Market next to a bicycle stacked with CDs for the visitor’s listening pleasure.
From this point, the exhibit changed tone entirely. I walked down a corridor with
colorfully painted walls and prints of pictures, until I reached text written on a bright green wall
reading “For over 400 years, millions of men, women and children were torn from their homes,
sent across the ocean and forced to work as slave laborers to build the new nations of the
Americas.” I had suddenly moved from the cheerful, market setting to a cheerfully decorated
hallway proclaiming the beginning of slavery. Needless to say I was slightly disoriented, but
there were no handy “Africa” guide signs in sight. Immediately off the hallway I walked through
a replica of a cell at a coast warehouse, which would have been more emotionally powerful if I
were not so bewildered by the sudden change in tone. I then moved through the dark, wooden
hallway of a ship into the light, where cartoon-like slave traders lined up for a slave auction (See
Figure 13). I then moved to what seemed to be a plantation setting, with artifacts from the era of
slavery and a recreated slave cabin. The entire exhibit ended with displays on how Africans
formed communities after the abolishment of slavery and a life-size family photograph of an
African American family in front of a house with a white picket fence (See Figure 15 in
appendix).
The Field Museum’s “Africa” exhibit is different both in aesthetics and content than any
other exhibit I have visited. The in-situ displays and didactics clearly emphasize the importance
of cultural context. “Africa” was as much about the experience of being in the exhibit as it was
about staring at the objects or reading labels. Labels contained limited, very simple information;
I learned more about the object from accompanying thematic texts or the context of the display.
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Rather than display objects according to a guiding taxonomy or geography, the exhibit was
arranged thematically around conceptual categories, which were illustrated through “moments in
time.” Although the time period of the exhibition seemed to be modern-day (or at least modern
day circa 1990s when the exhibit was originally installed), the exhibit still incorporated a large
number of older artifacts as examples of the history of wide ranging cultures.
Despite, or perhaps because of, the immersive feel of the exhibit I occasionally felt
slightly or dramatically disoriented. A change in geographic setting occurred with each change in
theme. The exhibit focused on lesser-known cultures in Africa, which was refreshing, but had the
unfortunate effect of making it difficult to locate where I was in Africa. Only very small maps on
the thematic wall text indicated the location of the setting. So with each change in location, I
found myself wondering where I had jumped in the continent. Furthermore, the shift from the
market to the slave trade was extremely shocking. There was little to no preparation for me to
understand the cultural and political forces leading to slavery until suddenly, I was in a holding
cell. This was exacerbated by the fact that there were no more thematic guides to contextualize
the environment. The exhibit as a whole was interactive and immersive, but I left the exhibit hall
feeling as if I had travelled a great distance in time and space without knowing why.

Case Study – Institutional Perspective
	
  
Since the exhibit’s installment in 1993, the main curator Deborah Mack has left the Field
Museum, and I was unable to obtain any interviews from current staff. Consequently, this case
study lacks a curatorial perspective. The only institutional source I could locate was the
museum’s bulletin In the Field from November/December 1993 when the exhibit debuted. It
includes a descriptive article about the exhibit and comments from the Field Museum President,
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William L. Boyd. The article and Boyd’s description highlight the immersive qualities of the
exhibition by describing how the visitor will be “drawn into” the exhibit through exhibitions that
produce a “you are there” experience with “true-to-life settings” (p. 1). Boyd says that the exhibit
was designed in this way to “open new doors of understanding about African peoples, cultures,
history, and daily life” (p. 2). Boyd notes that “Africa” is one of the Field’s steps towards an
“interdisciplinary” approach to exhibition, incorporating a variety of perspectives and
approaches to contextualizing Africa. Clearly, the immersive techniques I noticed during my
evaluation of the exhibit were an intentional move to connect the visitor with the object in ways
the Field might not have attempted previously.
The explanatory article on the exhibit includes a description of the path of the exhibit that
I found useful in identifying the shifts in perspective I noticed. The description begins by saying,
“Visitors enter ‘Africa’ by a lively and festive marketplace that is the recreation of a bustling
street in Dakar, Senegal” (p.1), which establishes the initial perspective of the visitor. The
description goes on to describe each immersive setting by adopting a personal tone, using
phrases such as “we meet a Senagalese family” and “we next explore the savanna environment”
(p. 1). This is the same personal perspective I adopted when experiencing the exhibit, informed
by the tone of the didactics, which that emphasizes a personal relationship with the exhibition.
However, the tone of the description notably changes from a personal “you” to “the visitor”
when describing the section dedicated to the era of slavery: “Finally, the African Diaspora
section provides experiences that help visitors examine a number of questions, including how
and why slavery happened” (p.1). Although the in-depth description of the exhibit only occupies
about a column of the article, I still found the switch from “we” to a depersonalized “visitor”
curious. The perspective shifts back to “we” when discussing how the African descendants
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formed communities in America. The word choice distinctions, while slight, reflect a shift in
perspective at the slavery section, and an attempt to distance the “visitor” from a personal
relationship with the topic.

Case Study – Analysis
	
  
The Field Museum’s “Africa” constructs an experience for the viewer as they “travel”
through various scenes in modern day and historical Africa. The recreation of the cultural
context of the object through a technique called in-situ display profoundly influences the
viewer’s experience and understanding of the content. Objects or didactics are often embedded in
the surrounding, constructed environment (See Figure 12 in Appendix). In the first setting, for
example, Mariama’s inspirational fashion magazines lie at her feet on a decorative cloth next to
hairdressing tools. Not every object is placed in an in-situ location, some are displayed in lit
cases, but they are still understood by the viewer through the contextual environment. The in-situ
displays recognize that material culture does not exist in a vacuum, but is constantly being
defined in relationship to people and the surrounding environment.
The narrative of the exhibit moves forward by creating moments—seeing the preparation
for the Tabaski ritual in the suburb of Dakar, working the Ethiopian smelting furnace, visiting
the Tuareg camp, bartering at the Kurmi market—that engage the viewer with the material
culture on display. These “moments” are often interactive and sensory, involving listening to
music or manipulating an object. However, Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1998) notes that momentcapturing is one of the dangers of in-situ display: “They are not a slice of life lifted from the
everyday world and inserted into the museum gallery, though this is the rhetoric of the mimetic
mode” (p. 20). The constructed environment and sensory experience imply to the viewer a
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replication of reality, when in fact the museum creates an idealized representation. The family
courtyard in Dakar constructs a condensed and sterilized version of the Tabaski ritual (sheep are
not actually being sacrificed), not a holistic representation. When walking through the space a
visitor may loose sight of the fact it is the museum interpreting the objects and constructing the
environment in order to convey a message.
Not only does the created environment obscure the voice of the museum, but also it
occasionally eclipses the artifact itself. The colorful and interactive environment may overpower
the purpose of displaying the object. Kirshenblatt-Gimblett (1998) writes, “There is the danger
that theatrical attention will displace scientific seriousness, that the artifice of the installation will
overwhelm artifact and curatorial intention” (p. 21). While the experience of seeing the objects
“in context” certainly contributes to the viewer’s understanding of material culture, the
environment can at times seem more playful than educational. This has to do with the audience
of the Field Museum, which draws a lot of families. The interactive exhibit environment caterers
to the audience through child-friendly spaces and label text. When I walked through the exhibit, I
noticed it was easy to get caught up in the excitement of the environment as a whole, and I had to
force myself to slow down and look at the details and read the labels. Usually, as I was taking
notes, children ran around the space, using the environment as an educational playground. As I
was wandering through the plantation setting, one child, referring to the slave cell, asked their
mother “Can we go back to the dungeon? That was fun!” While I do not expect a child to have
the same understanding of slavery as an adult, clearly the immersive qualities of the exhibit
sometimes created more of a playground environment that overshadowed the cultural context of
the displays.
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The Field Museum’s in-situ exhibition provides a particular perspective for the visitor
that significantly affects the viewer’s understanding of, and relationship to, the objects and
environment. A sign from the Ministry of Tourism welcomes the viewer to the exhibit, while a
sign at the end of the family courtyard urges the visitor to “have a good trip” and “Have a great
time traveling to other parts of Africa.” The signs imply the viewer is not a simple visitor, but a
tourist. The perspective of tourism permeates most of the rest of the exhibit, as the visitor
experiences the “moments” constructed by the museum. When the visitor enters the Tuareg
camp, it is not as a member of the Tuareg ethnic group, but as an outside, observing visitor.
When browsing the stalls at Kano Kurmi, it is not as a local but as an outsider experiencing the
market for the first time.
The framework of tourism set up at the beginning of the exhibit did not fit with the
section at the end of the exhibit. Suddenly the tourist leaves the market and arrives at a slave
holding cell. This is the origin of my disorientation. I had understood myself as a tourist, and did
not know how I had traveled back in time to the era of slavery. Was I supposed to be a tourist at
a plantation or a slave cell? The thought was disturbing. While I would assume the link between
tourism and slavery was not intentional, because the earlier “moments” were all associated with
an idyllic version of modern Africa, the exhibit offered no clue that the viewer had to change
perspectives and time periods. Slavery was certainly a disruptive and shocking event for many
Africans, and I am not criticizing the museum using a surprising or confrontational approach to
connect the viewer emotionally with the topic. However, the fact that the visitor would be
shifting geographically, temporally, and personally from the perspective of a tourist in modern
Africa to a slave in historical America means that the visitor could use more indications of the
transition to properly contextualize the gravity of the situation.
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As mentioned the exhibit offered relatively little information on the historical forces
influencing the transition to slavery, only furthering the lack of context for the viewer’s
perspective of slavery. There were no more guiding texts to orient and alert the visitor for the
shift, which may have represented a shift geographically from Africa to America, but also
removed the purposeful direction of the exhibit. As I noticed in my review of the Field
Museum’s description of the exhibit, the museum intended for the viewer to shift perspectives,
but did not communicate the change.
In contrast to the earlier thematic sections, the context of the holding cell and slave
auction implied the viewer was supposed to adopt a slave’s perspective. The material culture
displayed in the plantation section had the potential to be powerfully resonant examples of the
slave’s experiences, but objects like the whip and shackles were surrounded by cartoon drawings
of figures rather than the more realistic photographic representations used elsewhere. The
cartoon figures had the dual affects of diminishing the reality of slavery and making the
experience of slavery more comfortable for the visitor. The final picture of the African American
family seems to be emphasizing the achievement of the American Dream, again neglecting
structural forces and institutionalized racism that still affect individuals of African descent in
America today. As a result, the slavery and African American community sections feel like an
underdeveloped afterthought rather than a new, separate narrative.

Conclusions
	
  
The Field Museum’s “Africa” creates an experience for the viewer through in-situ
displays arranged thematically that call attention to lesser-known groups in modern day Africa.
The exhibit, however, sets up a perspective for the viewer as a tourist that dramatically changes
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near the end, detracting from the viewer’s understanding of slavery and the African Diasporas in
America. At the beginning of the exhibit, a section of text read, “By the time you get back to
Chicago, you’ll probably realize that Africa is a lot closer than you thought.” While the
interactive and engaging environment certainly brings the viewer close to African material
culture, the lack of focus on cultural and historical forces often distances the viewer from the
topic at hand while the perspective of tourism serves to distance the viewer culturally from the
objects and experiences displayed. I applaud the Field Museum for incorporating perspectives
that challenge the viewer’s concept of modern Africa, but the abrupt transition to the era of
slavery made me exit “Africa” with a sense of confusion rather than closeness.
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Conclusion
“Reading” the Stories of Exhibitions
Despite all displaying similar objects, each museum used different exhibition methods to
construct meaning for the visitor. The exhibition decisions were informed by many factors,
including museum focus (i.e. art, natural history) and audience (i.e. scholarly, general public).
The subliminal advertisement of DePauw’s Emison Ethnographic Arts Gallery, the stark
aestheticism of Indiana University Art Museum’s Raymond and Laura Wielgus Gallery of the
Arts of Africa, Oceania, and the Americas, the contrasting hybrid ethnographic/art historical
technique of the Eiteljorg Suite of African and Oceanic Art along with the magnificent
cultural/aesthetic prestige of “Majestic African Textiles” at the Indianapolis Museum of Art, and
the tourist adventure of the Field Museum’s “Africa” offer a wide array of curatorial perspectives
on Africa. The Emison Ethnographic Arts Gallery portrays Africa as source of art for “cultured”
and wealthy university alumni. The IU gallery portrays Africa as a continent possessing a large
number of aesthetically impressive 20th century, Sub-Saharan wooden arts worthy of study and
contemplation. The IMA’s Eiteljorg Suite shows Africa as a continent with several thematic
commonalities, such as power and ancestral worship, which manifest themselves in the material
objects. Meanwhile, next door, “Majestic African Textiles” offers a view of an Africa that
designs, constructs, and wears prestige textiles. Finally, the Field Museum portrays Africa as a
series of unique, culturally and temporally diverse immersive moments only marginally affected
by historical socio-cultural and political forces. By visiting all of these exhibits, I was able to
observe the diverse approaches to displaying Africa, even in such limited number case study
locations. A visitor to all of these exhibits would realize that objects from Africa are both
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aesthetically and culturally interesting, ordinary and extraordinary, and take many forms. Put
simply, reviewing all these exhibits together reveals that museums are no longer limited to a onedimensional depiction of African arts and cultures.
All of the exhibits also voiced a particular perspective without clearly defining it as the
voice of the museum. The narratives (or lack thereof) constructed all represented the museum’s
viewpoint of what a visitor should learn or take from the material objects. It is the commonality
of an unidentified museum voice that critics such as Michel Leiris find so troubling. Leiris and
other critics ground the irrelevance of museums on the “ritual prostitution” of artifacts by
willfully removing them from their original context and placing them on display under an
institutional, “outsider” perspective (Sturtevant, 1969, p. 619). As mentioned, their criticisms do
not lack historical evidence based on the distorting and racist practices of museums. Uncertainty
remains as to whether current museums, such as my case study subjects, can avoid the
unfortunate echoes of history and combat the controversy surrounding the politics of display in
the present.
Although they are certainly not representative of all current museum exhibitions, my case
studies reveal some of the practices that concern museum critics. A critical review of the
exhibitions revealed all had problematic elements of representation. Unfortunately, my own
university’s gallery came the closest to the fetishizing practices of historical museum exhibitions
featuring Africa. The African objects on display in the Emison Ethnographic Arts Gallery at
DePauw are transformed into “trophies” of university achievement, rather than treated as objects
of interest in their own right. Objects are displayed without context simply because they are
alumni donations, not because they are particularly excellent examples of artistic skill. Leiris
would probably have no problem walking into that small gallery and proclaiming it un bordel.
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The other exhibits distanced themselves further from such overt misrepresentation of African
objects, but I still noticed several drawbacks to their styles of presentation. In IU’s gallery, the
intense focus on aesthetics and limited interpretive material offered no narrative and prevented
the visitor from critically engaging more with the objects. The visitor could leave the exhibit
with a misunderstood concept of Africa arts as “primitive” based on preconceived stereotypes
that the exhibit did not explicitly address. The IMA’s Eiteljorg Suite combined all African
cultures and associated material objects into a small number of thematic sections, which imposed
a homogenous character on the world’s second-largest continent. “Majestic African Textiles”
made textiles unattainable, and thus somewhat unrelatable, for the viewer. “Africa” almost
ignored the historical, cultural, and political forces shaping Africa and those of African descent
in America today, and made the period of slavery in America seem like an unfortunate,
depersonalized afterthought to an idealized modern Africa.
Essentially, there is material from all of my case studies to feed the fires of museum
critics; however, I strongly believe that each of the museums I studied will still be relevant in the
future. The main arguments of some of the more zealous critics are: (1) museums should stop
presenting incomplete and inadequate representations of different cultures; (2) museums should
be discarded altogether. I reject both of these principles because they reflect an (1) incomplete
understanding of how museums function and (2) a lack of appreciation for the potential of
museums.
What these critics seem to forget is that there is no “perfect” institution, and that striving
for a completely accurate representation of Africa would be an ineffective endeavor. I recognize
the imperfections of exhibition techniques, and the challenges facing curators who attempt to
respond to the thorny politics of display. Many different exhibition styles, some of which I saw
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in my case studies, have addressed the complex issues surrounding the politics of display, but
have not eradicated them entirely. Discussing the dilemma caused by the politics of display,
Torgovnick (1990) writes,
How do we escape the trap? Both the formalist and ethnographic approaches have
tried, unsatisfactorily, to give answers. Formal approaches to primitive objects as
art imply a utopian end point in which the primitive and the modern or
postmodern speak to each other in a timeless dialogue of line, form, vision, and
design. Ethnographic approaches project a different utopian end point: the full and
accurate re-creation of an Other’s point of view. (p. 129)
As much as we may wish them to be, museums are not utopias. Nor, as political institutions
embedded with power, can they ever be. As mentioned previously, postmodern theorists stress
how power is embedded in social life and institutions, and Clifford’s “partial truths” applies to
the subjective perspective of museum exhibitions. No matter the amount of didactics included in
an exhibition, the length of the label text, the strength of the spotlights, the complexity of the
diorama, or the ethnicity of the curator, an exhibit cannot represent the entirety of a culture or a
tradition. MacDonald (2011) writes,
There is no single right way for us to exhibit…any African object—only ways
that are more or less illuminating, beautiful, instructive, arbitrary; faithful to this
or that school of thought. We exhibit them for our own purposes in institutions
that are deeply embedded in our own culture. There is nothing strange or wrong
about that. It is simply a given. (p. 16)
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In order for a museum to exist, the fragmentation and detachment of material culture must occur,
a necessary element for the production of a space for learning. Furthermore, in order to construct
a narrative, the museum must express a particular perspective through the act of exhibition. Even
if an exhibit expresses multiple points of view on a topic, it would still not be an unbiased
representation.
Additionally, we cannot demonize a museum curator, or the museum itself, for not
achieving what is not possible. There are a multitude of variables affecting how a museum
presents objects and constructs an exhibit. For example, funding, resources, donors, and the
policies (and construction) of the university at large restrict DePauw. Dr. Pelrine at the IU Art
Museum struggled with acquiring the amount of funds to reimagine the limiting gallery space.
Paydar, for the IMA’s special exhibition, noted how she had difficulty with connecting the
audience to the textiles. Dubin (1999) writes about the restrictions faced by museums: “They
[museums] have multiple pressure points, organizational nerve endings connected to funders,
exhibit sponsors, trustees, curators and administrative staff, audiences, and the legacy of
historical mandates…Museums are more anchored than individual artists, which can be a mixed
blessing. They are certainly not wholly independent to operate as they wish” (p. 8). Many of the
curators I spoke with fully recognized the inadequacies of the exhibitions and were frustrated
with their relative inability to act on them. One curator even referred to an exhibit as
“embarrassing.” By thinking critically about the restrictions and limitations of museum
presentation, it becomes clear that we cannot see museums as institutions or curators as
individuals that somehow failed in a journey to unattainable perfection.
However, the unavoidable consequences of displaying material culture in a museum and
the difficulties curators face do not mean that we, as museum audiences, should not question the
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perspective of an exhibition or allow museums to represent an object any way they want. This is
why I conducted this study. The exhibitions at DePauw, IU, the IMA, and the Field Museum
should not be passively accepted as accurate, or even adequate. Even though they can never
achieve a utopian state, museums should not be static entities, unaffected by the changes and
movements of time. Museums have to work within their own restrictions and biases to construct
exhibitions that present the viewer with a narrative that allows them to interact critically with an
object in some way. But this cannot be achieved by simply thinking of a museum as a temple of
knowledge, which eliminates opportunities for dialogue between visitors and the museum or
represented cultures and the museum. Instead, museums should be seen as processes, a space for
exchanging, incorporating, and provoking dialogue. Thomas (2010), known for his theory of
“museums as method,” writes, “If the museum is not only an institution or a collection but also a
method—a kind of activity—then that activity has its moments” (p. 7). Harris and Hanlon (2013)
referred to the same conceptualization of a museum as a “contact zone” between different
people, perspectives, and objects (p. 3). By seeing a museum as not just a building housing
objects, but also as a “method” or “contact zone,” we can see how museum exhibitions such as
the one I studied resemble a form of scholarly dialogue. They are responding to the historical
representations of Africa, and put forth their own argument and perspectives about the objects.
There are certainly holes in some of their arguments, which should be discussed and developed
by a community of people committed to the topic. This paper represents an effort to contribute to
that dialogue.
Since I began the paper with a collection of discouraging criticisms of museum, I thought
I would end with some hope for the future of exhibitions. Despite their limitations, I would argue
that museums and exhibitions of Africa such as the ones at DePauw, the Indiana University Art
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Museum, the Indianapolis Museum of Art, and the Field Museum of Natural History all hold
vast potential to confront the public with new and innovative perspectives on African arts and
cultures. As Duncan (1995) writes, “Exhibitions in art museums do not of themselves change the
world. Nor should they have to. But, as a form of public space, they constitute an arena in which
a community may test, examine, and imaginatively live both older truths and possibilities for
new ones” (p. 133). In order to live up to this high standard, museum exhibitions should be
educational, imaginative, challenging, and thought provoking. Anything less is neglecting
potential for an object to speak to a particular part of the human condition, whether it is the arts,
culture, or something else entirely. In order to achieve this, museums and curators will need to
experiment with exhibit design techniques and researching viewer perspectives while reflexively
recognizing their own limitations and biases.
Furthermore, visitors need to not be satisfied as passive recipients of knowledge, but
engage with and question the narrative provided by the museum. Visitors should read an
exhibition like a story, not listen to it as if it were an ultimatum. Reading exhibits, examining not
only the text on the wall but the display styles and the perspective provided, allows the viewer to
see himself/herself as a part of the story, not just a temporary “visitor.” With an engaged reader,
the museum has the possibility to be truly thought provoking and exciting. While this may seem
like I am putting too much faith in the visitor, I think that museums can do more to encourage
visitors to be “readers” of their environment by not only presenting information, but also asking
questions. Being in a museum exhibit does not need to be a comfortable, relaxing, or idyllic
experience. As Borhegyi says, “Through [museum] exhibits, millions of people can be exposed
to the inherent dangers of nationalism, ethnocentrism, and racial and religious prejudices” (as
cited in Sturtevant, 1969, p. 625). Harris and Hanlon (2013) echo Borhegyi’s sentiment:
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“Ethnographic museums can be places for discovery and dreaming, for memories and meetings:
sites where the freedom to wonder at the variety and ingenuity of man-made things is not yet
dead” (p. 4). I agree with the scholars who express hope for the future of the museum, and
question those who dismiss it. The exhibits at DePauw, IU, the IMA, and the Field Museum may
be imperfect and incomplete stories about Africa, but they are stories worth “reading.”
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Appendix – Images
Note: All images are personal photographs taken during visits, with the exception of Figure 4.

Figure 1: DePauw University Ethnographic Gallery in the Emison Admissions Building. This
image shows the half of the room featuring African objects.

Figure 2 (left): Example of object label in DePauw University Ethnographic Gallery. Note
the presence of donor information, the limited contextual information, and the object title
of “primordial couple,” inadequately referencing a pair of carved wooden figures.
Figure 3 (right): The Emison Building at DePauw University. The imposing structure and
mock Ionic columns lend a prestigious or even sacred feel to the building.
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Figure 4: Raymond and Laura Wielgus Gallery of the Arts of Africa, Oceania, and the Americas
at the Indiana University Art Museum. Image courtesy of the IU Art Museum and Dr. Diane
Pelrine.

Figure 4 (left) – Example of label in IU Art Museum
gallery. Note limited information.
Figure 5 (right) – Example of pamphlet in IU Art
Museum gallery, which contextualizes the object
with cultural information.
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Figure 6: Eiteljorg Suite of African and Oceanic Art at the Indianapolis Museum of Art, taken
from the “Power” section.

Figure 7 (left) – Map of the IMA’s
Eiteljorg Suite, outlining the thematic
arrangement and progression of the
exhibit.
Figure 8 (above) – Example of labels in
the IMA, which include several
paragraphs of contextual information.
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Figure 9: “Majestic African Textiles” at the Indianapolis Museum of Art, image from IMA
website: http://www.imamuseum.org/exhibition/majestic-african-textiles

\
Figure 10: Example of labels in “Majestic African Textiles” at the IMA. Note the contrasting
black background with white text, paragraphs of contextual information, and accompanying
images.
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Figure 11: Entrance to “Africa” at the Field Museum of Natural History.

Figure 12: Example of in-situ display style at “Africa” exhibit in the Grand Yoff family
courtyard, Field Museum of Natural History
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Figure 13 (top): Image of the “slave traders” the visitor encounters after exiting the recreated
slave ship and dock in the “Africa” exhibit. Note the cartoon-like appearance in contrast with
the life-size pictures from Figure 12.
Figure 14 (bottom left): Example of the “Africa” guide with bulleted information outlining what
the visitor can expect. These were not present after the market.
Figure 15 (bottom right): Final image in the “Africa” exhibit of an African American family at
home, which appears to emphasize the achievement of the “American Dream,” right before the
visitor exits.
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